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UPDATE ON COMMUNITY COLLEGE TRANSFER 
 
 
Introduction: 
The issue of student and credit transfer between colleges has been vital for decades, and became 
especially so in Iowa with the start of public community colleges in the late 1960s. Since that time, 
significant time and effort has been devoted to streamlining pathways, aligning curriculum and 
implementing policies that are open to a variety of student pathways. These pathways and policies 
acknowledge that public postsecondary institutions in Iowa are part of a larger system of 
educational providers. Typical views of transfer are of the trajectory from a 2-year college to a 4-
year college, but many variations exist where students move from 4-year to 2-year, across 2-year, 
or back-and-forth between sectors multiple times. Scholars of higher education often refer to 
these modern student enrollment patterns as “swirl”1 and reference this shift as part of a new 
interdependence of higher education institutions and systems on each other.2 
 
Iowa’s public universities have been collaborating with the community colleges for decades as 
they have long recognized the need in the state for them to serve their unique missions, yet also 
provide pathways for students. This report will provide some background and history on 
community college transfer policy and practice at the universities. In addition, state and national 
data suggest many of these existing policies and practices have served Iowans well, even as 
efforts to tune and improve the work continues. 
 
History: 
Since 1972, the Liaison Advisory Committee on Transfer Students (LACTS) holds quarterly 
meetings, including a summer retreat and an annual meeting of the community college and 
university deans and other senior leaders. An annual meeting of chief academic officers and 
provosts from all public institutions in Iowa is held each fall to discuss transfer policy and practice, 
as well as other issues salient to all sectors of higher education. The Iowa Department of 
Education and the Board of Regents office are engaged in all of these collaborations to ensure 
consistency over time and compliance with state laws and administrative rules. 
 
The first statewide articulation agreement was established in 1973 (see full timeline in Figure 1). 
This agreement lays out requirements and expectations for the general education curriculum at 
all community colleges. This means that students who complete an associate degree at an Iowa 
community college are guaranteed to satisfy their general education requirements, as well as 
have as many as 65 credits applied to their bachelor’s degree program of study at the point of 
transfer into Iowa State University, the University of Iowa and the University of Northern Iowa. 
Since associate of arts and associate of science degrees require 60-64 credits to complete, this 
means that by policy, the entire community college transcript is accepted in transfer for community 
college graduates. 
                                                           
1 Adelman, C. (1999). Answers in the toolbox: Academic intensity, attendance patterns, and bachelor’s degree 
attainment. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education. 
McCormick, A.C. (2003). Transfer behavior among beginning postsecondary students: 1989-1994. Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Department of Education. 
2 Settersten, Jr., R.A. (2015). The new landscape of early adulthood: Implications for broad access higher education. 
In M.W. Kirst & M.L. Stevens (Eds.), Remaking College: The changing ecology of higher education. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press. 
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In addition, LACTS plans annual course articulation conferences of different disciplines to create 
course-to-course articulations. The advantage of a course-level articulation versus a broad 
general education articulation is that a specific course will be guaranteed to count for the 
equivalent course at the university. For example, economics faculty worked together many years 
ago to align the learning objectives and course materials across all 15 community colleges and 
all three universities so that completing Econ I at any of those institutions is treated as equivalent. 
This is especially helpful for students with courses that serve as pre-requisites for major courses, 
or that are actually part of their major field of study. 
 
Figure 1: Timeline of University and Community College Transfer Collaboration and Policy 

 
 
 

1972

•Liaison Advisory Committee on Transfer Student (LACTS) formed jointly between 
Community  College and University leadership

1973

•1st statewide articulation agreement
•Ongoing LACTS meetings

1975-2007

•LACTS creates 6 additional articulation agreements over 30 years
•Annual reviews to revise or reaffirm

2007

•SF 601 is passed requiring development of a unified website
• www.transferiniowa.org created by LACTS (launched in early 2008)

2009

•HF 815 is passed to formalize articulation meetings and annual reporting
•First annual report to General Assembly, compiled jointly by community college 
and university leaders

Ongoing

•Annual meetings on articulation agreements; annual report submission
•Annual course articulation meetings w/ community college and university faculty
•Ongoing meetings with community college advisors and university transfer staff
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There are thousands of articulations that are automatically applied as students transfer across 
institutions requiring no additional effort from students. Course articulation areas reviewed are 
listed in the Annual Report to the General Assembly each year, and in past years have included 
agriculture, computer science, elementary education, physics, mathematics, information systems, 
criminal justice, philosophy, religion and many more (see the most recent report to the General 
Assembly in Appendix A). When students want to transfer courses without an existing direct 
articulation, transfer advisors and faculty work with them directly to determine the best fit. 
 
In recent years the course articulation meetings between college and university faculty have 
proven so useful that some groups of faculty have committed to annual meetings that they 
organize themselves in addition to meetings specifically coordinated or led by LACTS. The 
criminal justice faculty provide an example of the effectiveness of such meetings. Most community 
colleges and each public university in Iowa offer a degree in criminal justice, but some aspects of 
the curriculum were handled differently at each based on local workforce needs or faculty 
expertise. Through articulation meetings first organized by LACTS, the faculty at these institutions 
gathered and were able to identify modest curricular changes that would improve the 
transferability of coursework, while also maintaining the integrity of the program designed by the 
faculty of each individual institution. Since the curriculum evolves over time as the practices of 
law enforcement and the study of criminal justice advance, the faculty agreed that ongoing 
meetings were in the best interest of the programs and the integrity of the transfer process. They 
have since organized ongoing email communication and regular meetings ensure they sustain 
their efforts. 
 
All of this effort culminates in smoother transfer pathways. As students work with community 
college advisors or independently plan their course schedules, they often refer to the links and 
information found on the website www.transferiniowa.org (see home page in Appendix B). This 
site was developed jointly between the universities and community colleges in 2007. It serves as 
a gateway of information and receives over 6,000 visits a year from people seeking transfer 
information. By maintaining up-to-date websites, holding ongoing leadership meetings, and 
bringing together faculty experts to work on curriculum alignment, Iowa’s system of public 
postsecondary institutions has positioned itself as one of the most successful in the U.S. 
 
 
Iowa in Context: 
The tradition of strong educational attainment in Iowa is evidenced by how well the public systems 
in the state rank among when it comes to graduation and transfer success. According to the 
National Student Clearinghouse, the graduation rate for students who start at a public university 
in Iowa is nearly 81%, which ranks best in the country. For students starting at an Iowa community 
college, the graduation rate is more than 52% which ranks third in the nation3 (Figure 2). In both 
cases, this metric includes students who graduate from the starting institution, as well as those 
who transfer and then graduate from a different institution. This is important because of Iowa 
community college students who transfer to an Iowa public university, generally more than 40% 
have not yet earned an associate degree. Helping all transfer students, with or without an 
associate degree, stay on track to a timely completion is a priority, and the evidence suggests 
Iowa’s colleges and universities are top performers. 
 
 
 
                                                           
3 National Student Clearinghouse (2020). Completing College National and State Reports. Retrieved from 
https://nscresearchcenter.org/completing-college/.  

http://www.transferiniowa.org/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/completing-college/
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Figure 2 

 
 
 
Despite this documented success in educated students who enter public colleges and universities 
in Iowa, in the past five years the trend in college-going of recent high school graduates has been 
downward. Data from the Iowa Department of Education’s Postsecondary Readiness Report 
(jointly compiled with the Board of Regents) shows that postsecondary enrollment within one year 
of completing high school has steadily declined each of the past five years. Of the class of 2014, 
69.3% enrolled within one year. By the class of 2019, the postsecondary enrollment rate was 
down to 64.3% within one year. This has impacted enrollments at all sectors of postsecondary 
education, and is a key factor in the parallel decrease in transfer students. 
 
In fact, over the past eight years there has been a general decline in fall semester transfer 
students from Iowa community colleges (Figure 3). This is mostly attributed to significant declines 
in the number of students attending Iowa community colleges over that time period based on the 
high school trend noted above as well as other workforce and economic factors with adult 
students.  With an additional decrease associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, in fall 2020 there 
were 1,908 students who transferred to ISU, UNI and SUI. 
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Figure 3 

 
 
 
 
Transfer Student Success Outcomes: 
Each year the Board of Regents works with the community colleges to carefully review the 
outcomes of students who transfer. As part of a process of continuous quality improvement, a 
Community College Transfer Report is prepared annually by the Board of Regents office and 
shared with each community college, university, and the Iowa Department of Education (see the 
2021 Community College Transfer Report in Appendix C). During LACTS meetings or meetings 
of academic leaders, the data is reviewed and discussed. 
 
As shown in Figure 4, one part of this report helps identify the flow of different categories of 
students. Students who transfer with an associate degree are more successful than other transfer 
students at earning a degree or remaining enrolled three years after transferring (82.6% for those 
with an associate degree vs. 66.0% for those without an associate degree). This type of 
information is valuable to share with students and their academic advisors who help them plan 
and understand the benefits of completing the associate degree prior to transfer. In addition, it 
provided strong impetus for the community colleges and universities to work together on 
developing a system to transfer credits from the universities back to the community colleges to 
help more of these students receive an associate degree from their initial community college, 
even after they have already enrolled at the university (described in more detail in the Reverse 
Credit Transfer section below). 
 
Other data reviewed and included in the report indicate that graduation rates for transfer students 
are nearly identical to those of students who enroll at the universities directly from high school. 
Figure 5 shows the six-year graduation rates for full-time students are 75% for both categories, 
and 76% for other transfer students. The dark dots on the bar graph show how many students 
are in each of those categories for the three years included (5,299 transfers, 18,804 direct from 
high school, 2,134 other transfer). 
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Figure 4 

 
 
Figure 5 
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Credit Transfer Efficiency 
Transfer students who graduate from Iowa’s public universities take 1 more credit hour than 
students who start directly from high school.  Most bachelor’s degrees at the universities require 
from 120-128 credits to complete. When comparing credit totals earned by graduates who 
enrolled directly from high school with those who were Iowa community college transfers, the 
Board analysis found very consistent credit totals for both groups (Figure 6). On average, direct 
from high school students will earn 131 credits on route to completing a bachelor’s degree. The 
average Iowa community college transfer student will earn 132 credits, with 58 of those coming 
via transfer.  
 
An important nuance to this data is that students with the completed associate degree prior to 
transfer have identical credit totals with 131 total earned credits, and an average of 62 of them 
coming via transfer. 
 
Figure 6: Credit Transfer Efficiency Metric 

 
 
 
New or ongoing efforts: 
Despite clear success in community college to university transfer in Iowa, efforts to improve the 
experience are ongoing. Articulation meetings organized by LACTS, and regular meetings on 
community college and university academic and student support leaders continue to help address 
the needs of all Iowans who pursue a transfer pathway. 
 
Concurrent Enrollment and Postsecondary Educational Option (PSEO) 
While not part of the traditional transfer student pathway, credits earned by high school students 
through concurrent enrollment and PSEO continue to climb each year. In FY2005, 22,905 high 
school students were enrolled in these courses with Iowa community colleges.4 By FY2020 this 
had more than doubled to 51,800 high school students enrolling in community college courses 
                                                           
4 https://educateiowa.gov/documents/joint-enrollment/2021/05/2005-joint-enrollment-report  

https://educateiowa.gov/documents/joint-enrollment/2021/05/2005-joint-enrollment-report
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while still in high school, with more than 200 students in Iowa earning associate degrees at the 
same time they earned a high school diploma.5 Course articulation and transfer policies apply 
equally to these students, so for the entering fall 2020 cohort the Regent universities accepted an 
average of more than 18 college credits per student from those Iowa residents who engage in 
concurrent enrollment in high school. 
 
Transfer majors and specialized “2+2” programs 
Transfer majors was a new initiative of the Iowa community colleges started in 2018. This effort 
provides a statewide framework for the curriculum and advising guidance that helps students 
begin major coursework prior to transfer. Faculty and transfer admissions staff at all three 
universities have partnered with the community college faculty and leadership as they set up 
statewide frameworks to guarantee the course-to-course articulations that assure these credits 
are all applied directly to the major after transfer. As of fall 2020, there were more than 2,000 
community college students enrolled in 27 transfer major disciplines across the state (see 
Appendix D for a full list of approved Transfer Majors). The five community college transfer majors 
with highest enrollments are similar to highly enrolled majors at the universities: business, 
psychology, elementary education, criminal justice and biology. 
 
Transfer majors work in parallel to the many 2+2 agreements already in place between community 
colleges and Iowa’s public universities. Developed over the past 25 years, these agreements 
outline the defined pathway that assures students who follow it an on-time completion of both the 
associate and the bachelor’s degrees in a wide range of disciplines and are generally specific to 
each community college. Existing agreements are reviewed frequently to ensure they are updated 
with any curricular changes and are helping to meet emerging workforce needs in the state. 
 
Reverse Credit Transfer 
Given the swirling patterns of student enrollment that are increasingly common, a national 
movement in the past decade has been to develop “reverse transfer” policies and processes 
(information is available at https://www.transferiniowa.org/reverse_credit_transfer.php). These 
policies recognize that sometimes a student transfers prior to completing an associate degree, 
but with just a few additional classes, they can be awarded that degree. The Regent universities 
collaborated with the Iowa Department of Education and the community colleges to develop the 
processes and communications needed to ensure that students receive credit for degrees earned. 
This is a benefit to the students by recognizing the progress they have made, and providing 
assurance that if an unexpected interruption occurs in their education, they will still have this 
credential. To date, 564 students have been awarded associate degrees through this process 
that is jointly administered by the universities and the community colleges. 
 
Flexible Degree Completion 
In the early 1970s the universities recognized that place-bound Iowans and those who may have 
started at a community college needed more options for how to attain a bachelor’s degree. They 
collaborated to create a degree that would provide the most flexible path. First officially launched 
in 1978, the Bachelor of Liberal Studies (BLS) is available through all three universities and has 
evolved over time to continue meeting the needs of returning adults and transfer students. The 
University of Northern Iowa and the University of Iowa also each developed Bachelor of Applied 
Science (BAS) degrees that offer smooth pathways for students who transfer with Associate of 
Applied Science degrees from the community colleges. UNI has offered a degree completion 
pathway through distance education for the Bachelor in Elementary Education for DMACC 
students for more than 25 years.  Beginning in spring 2022, the program will be available to place-
                                                           
5 https://educateiowa.gov/documents/publications/2021/03/joint-enrollment-report-2020  

https://www.transferiniowa.org/reverse_credit_transfer.php
https://educateiowa.gov/documents/publications/2021/03/joint-enrollment-report-2020
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bound students from all of Iowa's community colleges. More recently, Iowa State University 
received Board of Regents approval to offer a Bachelor of Business Administration (BBA) degree 
that is tailored to community college transfer students. Each of these degrees is designed in a 
way that recognizes some of the key barriers transfer students may experience (ex. missing pre-
requisites, need for more online course access, targeted transfer advising). The majority of 
transfer students still choose other degrees with specialized majors or career alignments, but the 
flexibility of the BLS, BAS and BBA pathways to support returning adults and transfer students 
makes them attractive options for hundreds of students every year. 
 
Western Iowa Regents Resource Center 
The Western Iowa Regents Resource Center (WIRRC) operates in partnership with four 
community colleges, serving a 25-county region of western and southern Iowa.  With budget 
support from the Iowa legislature, WIRRC functions with one part-time coordinator in Sioux City, 
along with part-time Transfer Specialists in Council Bluffs, Creston, Harlan, Sheldon and Sioux 
City. Through these Transfer Specialists, community college students and other members of the 
community have direct access to individuals who can guide them to a successful transfer, whether 
to a university campus or completing a bachelor’s or graduate degree from their home. Each year 
they talk with hundreds of students, meet with employers to identify educational and workforce 
needs that universities can help serve, and bring cultural and economic development activities 
directly into the communities in that part of the state. 
 
Conclusion: 
College transfer in Iowa shows the importance of collaboration between the sectors. While the 
outcomes of this work are among the best in the nation, the Board and the universities will 
continue to work to make transfer easier and better for Iowa students.
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Community College Transfer Majors List (as of July 1, 2021) 
 

  
Degree Type 

 
Universities with 
Transfer Major 
Agreement 

 
Community Colleges 
w/ Majors Approved 
by DE 

Biology AS/AA All 15 of 15 
Business AA All 14 of 15 
Chemistry AS/AA All 13 of 15 
Criminal Justice AA All 14 of 15 
Psychology AA All 14 of 15 
Physics AS/AA All 11 of 15 
Mathematics AS All 13 of 15 
Early Childhood Education AA ISU, UNI 8 of 15 
Secondary Education AS/AA All 12 of 15 
Elementary Education AA All 13 of 15 
Agriculture Business AS ISU 6 of 15 
Agriculture Education AS/AA ISU 8 of 15 
Agronomy AS ISU 8 of 15 
Animal Science AS ISU 7 of 15 
Communication AA All 9 of 15 
Theater AA All 4 of 15 
Fine Arts AA UNI 6 of 15 
English AA ISU 9 of 15 
Journalism AA UNI 3 of 15 
History AA All 8 of 15 
Political Science AA All 7 of 15 
Exercise Science & Kinesiology AS/AA SUI, UNI 8 of 15 
Social Work AA SUI, UNI 6 of 15 
Human & Family Services AA UNI New 
Engineering AS ISU, SUI New 
Computer Science AS All New 

 


